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I Am My Own Escape is a one-act chamber opera with three characters, scored for
soprano, tenor, and baritone voices respectively. The orchestra consists of flute, B flat clarinet,
piano, violin, and violoncello, commonly known as the Pierrot ensemble. This work was written
for fellow colleagues and students from Illinois State University, premiered on May 5, 2017.
Leitmotifs are employed in this work – the characters each have unique vocal melodies,
orchestral gestures, pitch collections, and/or rhythmic motives assigned to them (see figures
below for examples). Contemporary or extended techniques such as scratch tones in the strings
and harmonics in the flute are used periodically in the orchestra throughout the work at
particularly emotional moments (see Performance Instructions, p. 2).

Fig. 1, “guilt” motive

Fig. 2, “ghost” motive

Fig. 3, “Hector” motive
The libretto of the work, written by the composer, conveys themes that are dramatic,
psychological, and, at times, darkly comic. Characters are driven by passions that often lead to
extreme acts of violence. Many operatic character tropes common flourish throughout the work.
The three characters, Sarah, Daniel, and Hector, were modeled after famous characters in darker
operas and similar dramatic musical works.
Sarah, the soprano character, is a widowed woman who expresses guilt and sadness at her
husband’s passing, but simultaneously expresses violent or possibly psychopathic tendencies.
Throughout the work, she struggles with whether or not to move on from her departed husband,
Daniel. This psychological imbalance is drawn from famous and eponymous opera characters
such as Richard Strauss’ Salome and Alban Berg’s Wozzeck and Lulu, and Canio in Ruggiero
Leoncavallo’s I Pagliacci. Daniel, the lovelorn tenor, is the ghost of Sarah’s deceased husband
who watches over her. He attempts to break through the metaphysical barrier to let his wife
know he still loves her, but is unable to do so. Cio-Cio-san of Puccini’s Madama Butterfly,
Armide of Jean-Baptiste Lully’s Armide, and, though less operatic, the Phantom in Andrew
Lloyd Weber’s Phantom of the Opera were used as models when creating the character. Hector,
the baritone, is a new man who meets Sarah for a date. He is very smooth-talking and a bit of a
womanizer. Characters such as Don Giovanni in Mozart’s opera of the same name, the Duke of
Mantua in Verdi’s Rigoletto, and Musetta of Puccini’s La bohème served as the basis of Hector’s
character.

The plot of I Am My Own Escape is dark and dramatic in nature. Inspired by the “short
and shocking” stories popular in verismo-style operas, this work lasts around thirty minutes and
involves violence or crimes of passion such as murder. The work is divided into three short
scenes. In scene one, Sarah displays the psychological trouble she faces. Daniel unsuccessfully
attempts to reach out to Sarah. Hector arrives and is attracted to Sarah. In scene two, Sarah and
Hector have become slightly drunk and are forming a romantic relationship. Daniel watches with
displeasure, and tries to remember the cause of his death. In the third and final scene, Sarah’s
violent intentions become clear and Daniel recalls the cause of his death. A full synopsis of the
work can be found in the score (see p. 4).

KEYWORDS: Illinois State University, Chamber opera, Pierrot ensemble, I Am My Own
Escape, Opera, Psychological drama
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PREFACE
The score for I Am My Own Escape contains supplementary information for its
performers, including a title page for the score, performing forces, and a full synopsis of the
work. This information is included in the score to ensure that performers have enough detailed
information to craft a production true to the composer’s vision. Some performers or opera
companies may discover I Am My Own Escape independently of this thesis writing, either by
contacting the composer directly or meeting performers who have previously taken part in this
work. For this reason, the score seen here includes this information. This way, the reader can see
everything a performer would see when producing this opera, which allows the reader to
consider the work on a deeper level.

iii
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PERFORMANCE INSTRUCTIONS

-

Accidentals carry through the measure.

-

Rolled chords in the piano should be rolled slowly.

-

“Scratch tones” are played in the violin and cello by deadening the strings with the left
hand, and dragging the bow across the strings in standard playing position. Notated with
“x” noteheads – see figure below.

Fig. 4, “Scratch tone” notation

2

3

4

Libretto
I Am My Own Escape – 2017
SCENE I: Sarah and Daniel’s house. A kitchen/dining room with a door to the outside and
bedroom are shown.
SARAH
(As the music begins, Sarah is already in the living room, holding and gazing at an old couple’s
photo)
(sarcastically) I’m so riddled with guilt.
How long has it been, Daniel?
I’ve spent so many nights thinking about what I did,
Wondering what it would be like if I did it again.
Would I get the same feeling?
(She tosses the photo.)
DANIEL
(makes his way on stage)
It’s been three years, three years, three years, my love.
Three years since I left you.
But I’ve been watching over you, my Sarah,
I’m so riddled with love.
SARAH
(Hears nothing)
I’ve got so many regrets.
My head is full, Daniel.
I think it’s time to move on.
The new man will be here soon.
I need…a release.
DANIEL
Wait, darling!
I am here.
I’ve watched over you for so long,
Please don’t go.
SARAH
I need to clear my mind.
DANIEL
Come back soon, my love.
I wish I could remember why I left you….
(A hesitant knock at the door.)
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SARAH
(Sarah becomes wide-eyed.)
Could it be him?
The man from the dating site?
(She answers the door.)
Hello, sir! How are you this evening?
HECTOR
Hello! I am…
(A pause as he admires her.)
…Well. And yourself?
Sarah, right?
You’re much more beautiful
In person.
SARAH
Ah, yes, thank you! I am just reminiscing.
Lots of…sad memories.
(A pause; Sarah becomes suddenly upbeat.)
But, I guess life must go on.
HECTOR
I see. I won’t pry.
But, I know the perfect place
To help you forget the past,
If you’d like to go out.
SARAH
I’m…charmed, truly,
But I’ve got a lot on my mind.
…Is it a bar?
HECTOR
…Yes, it’s a bar.
SARAH
Maybe we can stay here instead?
You look trustworthy.
You know, the lights are better and the booze is cheaper.
HECTOR
Ha, fair enough.
I want you to be comfortable.
Maybe you can tell me what’s wrong
After a few drinks.
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SARAH
Yes…Hector, right?
HECTOR
Yes…Hector. I, too, am charmed.
(A fade to black.)
SCENE II: The living room.
(A few empty glasses are along the table.)
HECTOR
Sarah, what an evening.
Laughing, talking, drinking…
But I still don’t know what’s troubling you.
SARAH
Ah, sir. Three years…
I…miss him so much.
Or maybe that feeling.
(She retrieves the couple’s picture from the floor, and places it on the counter.)
HECTOR
Three years, you say? Since…?
(He notices the picture.)
I see.
He left you?
SARAH
He left the world.
DANIEL
But I am here. I am here.
HECTOR
(Cannot hear Daniel.)
I understand. Can I ask how?
Does talking about it help?
SARAH
Unfortunate circumstance.
I don’t want to talk about it,
I might break down.
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HECTOR
I understand. I won’t pry.
DANIEL
My love,
I am here.
How did I leave you?
SARAH
(To Hector)
Thank you though, Hector,
I…need the company
In times like this.
(She places a hand on his shoulder.)
HECTOR
I’m glad to help.
Glad to be a friend.
SARAH
(Sarah seems entranced by Hector.)
Hector, I might need more than a friend.
There’s something about you…
Something about you makes me impulsive.
HECTOR
(Hector is a little stunned by this sentence.)
…I see.
SARAH
…Excuse me a moment.
(Hector’s gaze shifts, admiring knick-knacks around the dining area. As his attention is diverted,
Sarah grabs a knife from the kitchen and makes her way to the bedroom.)
Daniel, I’m so riddled with guilt.
I think I need this. It’s been three years…
Will you allow me to have that feeling again?
(She gazes longingly at the knife in her hand.)
DANIEL
I’ve watched over you for so long.
I’ve waited three years.
I don’t understand what you are doing!
Who is this new man?
I can’t watch you date him!
(He removes his jacket to hide his face. Several bloodstains and knife wounds are revealed on his
back.)
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SARAH
(Cannot hear his response.)
(Sarah waltzes with the knife as the music continues.)
(A loud noise; glass breaking from the other room. She drops the knife onto the bed in surprise.)
…I have to go, Daniel.
(She returns to the living room to find Hector cleaning a broken glass.)
HECTOR
Maybe I’ve had too much to drink.
SARAH
You’re talking just fine, though.
HECTOR
Ha! You’re pretty sharp SARAH
Ha, sharp as the glass. Watch your hand.
HECTOR
(He cuts his hand on the glass.)
Ah! Sharp – no kidding.
SARAH
I’ll get you healed up. You need rest.
DANIEL
I need rest.
HECTOR
Yes…rest. Blood makes me a little uneasy.
(Sarah runs offstage. She returns with gauze and bandages his arm. As she finishes wrapping his
arm, the two share a look. Sarah kisses the bandage. Hector winces and looks away. As he does
so, Sarah seizes the moment and licks the same spot before Hector can return his attention.)
SCENE III: Attacca, still on the couch.
(A beat; Sarah struggles to shift the mood.)
SARAH
Tonight is going by so quickly.
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HECTOR
You’re right.
Laughing, talking, drinking…
You’re so fascinating.
SARAH
Oh…
…Fascinating?
HECTOR
Yes…fascinating.
What’s on your mind?
SARAH
It’s just new.
It’s been so long since I’ve…
…Loved…felt the rush.
DANIEL
Too long…
I’ve suffered for too long,
Waiting for you, my love.
HECTOR
I understand.
Please think about it.
Remember, you are your own escape.
SARAH
Yes…I am my own escape.
Could you stay a little longer?
It would make my next decision easier.
I’m so riddled with these feelings.
(She winks and casts a glance towards the bedroom.)
HECTOR
…Of course. I just need to check on this wound.
(He heads off stage left to an implied restroom.)
SARAH
Daniel, I must step away.
Hector is my next DANIEL
Please don’t do this.
I am here.
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How did I leave you?
I can almost remember…
SARAH
I step away as I did three years ago.
I’m so…riddled with guilt.
(Sarah gives a sinister smirk.)
(A scene/mood change. A pantomime scene ensues – Sarah is revealed to be Daniel’s killer. He
is in the bedroom, preparing for an evening out. She caresses his hair and watches him getting
ready. Her expression changes. She retrieves the knife from the bed where it was dropped earlier,
and delivers several fatal blows to his back.)
Daniel, I wanted control over you.
And now, I have it.
(A beat. Sarah returns to the living room, holding the knife. Hector returns from offstage, and the
two lock eyes. Sarah goes into a fit of laughter as the lights black out.)
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